BOOK REVIEWS hood are a group in which spectacular advances in cure rates have been made since the introduction of cisplatin based chemotherapy regimens. In an otherwise most informative section there seems little value in a large table describing three VAC based treatments, as these are now largely redundant. The addition of the more recently developed carboplatin based regimen would seem more appropriate.
Brain tumours remain an area where advances have been disappointing and the logic for including a survival curve apparently showing a striking advantage to receiving chemotherapy in medulloblastoma is unclear when in the text it states that full analysis shows little, if any, benefit.
The chapter on neuroblastoma appears to have changed disappointingly little since the previous edition. Almost two pages are devoted to interpretation of urinary catecholamine analysis, with less than half a page to an overview of chemotherapy strategies. Reference to the outmoded use of bleomycin or prednisolone in this tumour seems irrelevant and more detailed consideration of the potential value of high dose intensity induction regimens or drug scheduling strategies might have been of value. One major criticism is the continued use of both the TNM or the Evans classification. It is now a few years since a consensus publication agreeing on the International Neuroblastoma Staging System was published and it appears retrogressive to not present this sytem as the single one to be recommended. The major advances made in patients with stage 3 unresectable disease due to effective intensive chemotherapy are understated and the treatment strategies which have achieved this improvement could have been further considered. A little more speculation on the impact of molecular biology on the understanding of neuroblastoma would have been welcome considering the amount of data being produced on the significance of oncogene amplification, ploidy and cytogenetic abnormalities.
While it is entirely appropriate that a section on liver tumours should be authored by a paediatric hepatic surgeon, this has resulted in an understatement of the importance of primary chemotherapy. Few paediatric oncologists would now recommend the sort of aggressive primary surgery that is described. With the effective platinum based regimens now in use this aggressive approach is often counter-productive. Also to suggest that 'prophylactic' chemotherapy should be withheld for up to 2 months after surgery in those with operable tumours is ill advised and few would feel that chemotherapy has a significant adverse effect on liver regeneration which outweighed the need for early adjuvant chemotherapy.
As in the previous edition, one of the most useful sections is that on some of the rarer tumours found in childhood with references providing advice for the occasion when one is faced with these unusual tumours.
It is a little surprising not to find a section dealing with symptom care and approaches to palliative therapy. Even with effective multi-modality treatment around 40% of children will die of their disease and supportive care, now often provided at home, is a major part of the work of any children's cancer unit.
In summary, this concise book provides an often excellent overview of current management of children's cancer. Some sections would have benefitted from a little more revision and updating, but overall it provides a very useful and affordable basic text for anyone entering the speciality. Whilst the imaginary man on top of the Clapham omnibus has a one in twenty-five possibility of developing bowel cancer, this book, written for the 'lay public', is unlikely to be high on his reading list. This is unfortunate as the majority of patients with bowel cancer have been symptomatic for more than 6 months and 30% present as emergencies with obstruction or perforation. This late presentation undoubtedly worsens the prognosis.
The authors state that the book is written primarily for those without previous knowledge or expertise in the health sciences and there are extensive explanations of medical terminology and basic medical sciences. There are chapters covering the anatomy, physiology and embryology of the bowel, the pathology and aetiology of bowel cancer, presentation and investigation of bowel symptoms and finally the treatment of bowel cancer. These topics are comprehensively covered with discussion of a number of recent studies; unfortunately references for these papers are not given, presumably because the book is aimed at a lay public, though that does not seem to be an appropriate reason. The chapter on surgery for bowel cancer at 36 pages would not be amiss in a textbook of surgery! Treatment by other modalities (radiotherapy, chemotherapy, immunotherapy and lasers) is succinctly discussed, however this is a fast moving field and therapy with both radiotherapy and combination chemotherapy with 5-fluorouracil and levamisole will have an increasingly important role to play in the management of bowel cancer.
The prognosis following treatment of early bowel cancer is excellent (97% 5 year survival for Duke's Stage A) and the role of this book should be to educate doctors, particularly general practitioners, nurses and paramedical staff to recognise the early symptoms of bowel cancer and refer the patient for investigation and treatment. Not infrequently, patients are seen who have received prolonged iron therapy for anaemia which has not been investigated and when finally referred to a specialist an inoperable bowel cancer is found.
The hopes for the future are that (a) detection of occult neoplasms by population screening will prove worthwhile and the section on 'Prevention and screening' is a good overview of the problems and possible solutions and (b) the concept that modification of the Western diet to a low fat/ high fibre 'hunter-gatherer' diet may reduce the incidence of bowel cancer to a level found in African villagers, this oversimplification is explored in the chapter on 'The causes of bowel cancer'.
The chapter on 'The symptoms of bowel cancer and when to go to the doctor' is perhaps the most important for the lay reader highlighting the symptoms of: bleeding per rectum, change in bowel habit, abdominal pain, tenesmus and general symptoms of weight loss, loss of appetite and anaemia. This should be the basis for educational material to improve public awareness of early symptoms, although overcoming the dual taboos of cancer and bowels will remain a formidable hurdle.
If this book is not on the reading list of the man on the Clapham omnibus, it should certainly be read by his general practitioner and by medical, nursing and paramedical staff caring for patients with bowel cancer. The series of 'The Facts' books includes 36 other titles suggesting commercial success, perhaps they are best sellers in Clapham bookstores! St.J. Collier
